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Abstract 
Adopting validity frameworks guarantees more valid and reliable tests with more systematic decisions. It is insufficient 
considering just the test design and test setters; there is a need to consider the cognitive process that second language learners 
undergo to comprehend a test task. Hence, the purpose of this paper is to highlight using Weir’s socio-cognitive framework 
(2005) for validating the ESP reading test. Data collection and analysis were conducted according to the validity components, 
and all findings were systematically reported. Data gathered sheds light on the test’s problematic areas such as test format, 
content and other administrative and  security issues. 
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1. Introduction 
The testing of English for Specific Purposes (ESP), as (Trantik, 2008) indicates, has shown a slow but definite 
development over the past few years. Evaluation and validation are recommended in the ESP testing for their 
importance to stand on students’ real language ability. The theme of needs evaluation and validation of the ESP 
subject has become crucial and urgent in the most of the educational program testing at the advanced level 
especially in the Libyan universities where ESP is taught to be used as the medium of instructions at the scientific 
faculties. The validation event is needed to find out problems and difficulties in the ESP tests that are ubiquitous in 
the Libyan institutes and universities. Investigating various samples of ESP tests at the university level revealed that 
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these tests need to be examined in terms of validity and reliability in measuring students’ ability in the ESP subject. 
Moreover, the reading comprehension has always been an important feature in the curriculum where English is 
taught and used as a medium of communication. In investigating different ESP test forms, it was found that these 
tests were designed mainly to assess students’ ability to memorize and recognize grammatical structures and some 
of the scientific terms. However, this ability is completely different from using English in a real context. Most of 
these tests were constructed in discrete items, i.e. out of context. The problematic areas in constructing of these tests  
led to discover some of poor items that need to be revised. For instance, over- reliance on the use of multiple choice 
in isolated (separated) sentences measures  students’ recognition ability which might encourage guessing that affects 
and threats test validity. The importance of this study is due to the urgent need to start conducting validating tests at 
the university level. It was observed that not much research has been done in the field of ESP testing where 
problems in testing matters have not been addressed. Systematic and more professional test development processes 
are needed to improve test quality and validity. Moreover, the aspiration behind the study is to find out to what 
extent the ESP tests at the Libyan universities are valid in comparison with other ESP tests elsewhere. Above and 
beyond this, the study looks at the application of a framework for validating reading tests (Weir, 2005) which has 
not been used before in the Libyan universities. Thus, in this article, an attempt is made to conduct a validation 
process to validate the ESP test adopting Weir’s socio-cognitive framework for validating reading tests (2005). The 
core question that addressed to be investigated is: Are the ESP reading tests in the faculty of Engineering at the 
University of Tripoli valid in terms of: context validity, theory-based validity and scoring validity?   
2. Literature review 
As revealed by (Brown, 2001 & Richards, 1990 as cited in Chen, 2009), ESP curriculum requires identifying 
objectives, syllabus design, methodology and testing and evaluation procedures. It is essential to state that the ESP 
subject puts great emphasis on using language in context rather than using forms. It deals with subjects in relation 
with students’ needs. Hence, the concern is more on the language in context use than on just the language’s 
grammatical  structures usage, (Lorenzo, 2005 as cited in Brunton, 2009). However, the reading skill has become 
the pioneer amongst all other language skills in higher educational programs.  As pointed by Carrel et al. (1989), the 
reading skill can be regarded as a key factor to comprehend the written material and to achieve success in the high 
institutions and university learning level. Since the reading skill has this priority over other skills in testing adult 
students, the ESP tests are used for ESP students because their capability or inadequacy in reading will have a great 
influence on their academic study and future career. Therefore, ESP texts need to be paid more attention to enhance 
students’ needs in this discipline.   
According to Khalifa and Weir (2009), throughout the history of reading; three approaches have been recognized. 
These approaches namely are the factorial approach, which deals with the psychometric attempts for establishing 
construct validity in language testing in which different opposed views were debated. The reading sub-skills 
approach that concerns with the behavioral types of reading. It supposed that the reader has certain reading 
competencies and the reading sub-skill might be broken down into these constituent competencies. The two previous 
approaches concern about only test design and setter which are important for pedagogical and testing purposes. 
They neglect the test taker’s role in understanding the construct of reading. The studies about both approaches make 
very little attention about the cognitive process which is needed for L2 students to understand different types of 
reading presented in the test tasks. Therefore, in the recent years, the attention has been given and directed to the 
cognitive approach to understand the reading comprehension process. The main concern of the cognitive processing 
approach is with the mental processes that readers use to comprehend the reading texts. This approach offers the 
most plausible and productive theoretical base to establish the construct validity of test instruments, (Weir 2005; 
Khalifa and Weir 2009). As indicated by (Akyol, 2005 cited in Aksann & Kisac, 2009), the reading comprehension 
skill needs an effective use of the cognitive ability. The cognitive ability assumes to concentrate on the individual’s 
ability and perceptive skills, memory, advance information, and strategies that perform the mental process. Although 
it is impossible to observe students’ mental process during the reading comprehension process, the cognitive skill 
(mental process) has its great impact on the reading comprehension process. Research has shown that the academic 
accomplishments and motivation levels of students who have a good cognitive ability are higher than those with less 
ability. In general, the cognitive strategies affect and enhance students’ reading ability as well as their academic 
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achievements (Aksann & Kisac, 2009). Since there are differences between individuals in the cognitive processing, 
the generic processes need to be sampled in the reading test to cope with different types of reading behavior suitable 
to different purposes of reading (Weir, 2005). The cognitive validity of reading measures the cognitive processing 
included in the context that is identical to the reading tasks in real life.  
Further, various skills and strategies are involved in testing reading such as: (I) Skimming: refers to reading for 
gist (macro-structure) to find out what is the text about. (II) Search reading: locating information needed to answer 
the questions. (III) Scanning: reading selectively, to search and find specific information. (IV) Careful reading: 
refers to reading in details to handle the majority of information about the text provided. However, as Weir (2005) 
indicates, these skills and strategies are “still theoretically constructs, with only a hypothesized existence”. They are 
still in need to be investigated empirically to show their impact on reading proficiency. Considering the cognitive 
ability of reading, Zoghi et al. (2010) argue that L2 learners still face difficulty in comprehending the reading texts, 
while many L2 learners can comprehend and read efficiently due to their cognitive ability. They added that research 
results as that conducted by (Oakhill & Cain, 2000) indicated, reading comprehension does not develop once word 
decoding and meaning associated but that it depends on different skills and may need specific teaching. Therefore, 
as they suggested, it is important to treat reading skills and strategies within a specific context to develop students’ 
reading ability. 
3. Overview about Weir’s socio-cognitive framework (2005) for validating reading tests 
The socio-cognitive framework for validating reading tests, see Fig 1. below, was adopted as a backbone in 
validating the ESP test. Weir proposed four frameworks to validate the four language skills (listening, speaking, 
reading and writing). As mentioned above, the ESP test content usually puts an emphasis on the reading texts. 
Hence, the socio-cognitive framework for validating reading tests was adopted to carry out this study. It consists of 
five types of validity evidence: context validity, theory-based validity, scoring validity, consequential validity, and 
criterion-related validity. As weir (2005) states, the types of validity are not “alternatives, but complementary” and 
no single validity has the priority over others to represent the basis of a test. It is important to emphasize that the 
framework is a socio-cognitive in which the ability that needs to be tested is determined by the internal mental 
process of the test taker and the use of language in the task is presented as a social rather than the only linguistic 
phenomenon. The framework reflects how different components of validity fit together (Fig 1.). The arrows indicate 
the principle direction(s) of any hypothesized relations ‘what has an effect on what’. Recently, in dealing with tests, 
the content validity and theory-based validity have become the central concern in the validity event. However, it is 
important to consider the test taker who is the central stone in the process of  cognitive validity in terms of  
physiological, psychological and experiential characteristics.  
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3.1. Context validity 
According to McNamara (2000), context validity is “the extent to which the test appropriately samples from the 
domain of knowledge or skills relevant to performance in the criterion”. The context must be acceptable to both test 
taker and testers as an appropriate situation to assess specific language ability (Weir, 1993). Using authentic texts 
for L2 students is usually frustrating. Therefore, teachers need to modify and simplify the texts to enhance students’ 
interaction with the text (Baleghizadeh, 2011). Tests should aim to ensure both situational (contextual) and 
interactional (cognitive) authenticity (Douglas 2000; O’Sullivan 2006).  Attempts need to be made to ensure 
situational authenticity. Although as (Weir, 2005; Khalifa & Weir 2009) argue full authenticity is not attainable in 
the language test, the settings selected for both testing and teaching should be made as realistic as possible in terms 
of various critical contextual features. Context validity for reading tests as proposed by Weir (2005) is divided into: 
task setting, task demands and setting administration. The task setting includes: rubrics, test purpose, response 
format, known criteria, weighting, order of item, and time constraints. Task demands is further divided into 
discourse mode, channel of communication or presentation, text length, writer-reader relationship, nature of 
information, content knowledge required and other linguistic variables that related to both task input and output 
which include lexical, structural and functional. The test administration involves physical conditions, uniformity of 
administration and test security.  
3.2. Theory-based validity  
The Theory-based validity was renamed cognitive validity (Khalifa & Weir, 2009). It related directly to the 
cognitive (internal mental) process in which it concerns with the acquisition of linguistic knowledge and comprises 
executive processing and executive resources. Executive processing includes goal setting, monitoring, visual 
recognition, and pattern synthesizer. Executive resources includes language knowledge (grammatical knowledge: 
lexical & syntax), textual knowledge, functional (pragmatic) knowledge, and sociolinguistics knowledge. Content 
knowledge includes internal (background knowledge) and external (task knowledge). In spite of treating context 
validity and theory-based validity components separately for descriptive purposes, it is essential to emphasize that 
there is an interact relation between both of them with scoring validity to make construct validity. The context and 
the theory-based validity complete each other. The input of the test task influences the internal mental process 
(cognitive) of the readers or the test takers, in varying degree, while having to draw from their internal and external 
resources for linguistic and content knowledge.  
3.3. Scoring validity  
It  concerns with all test aspects influences scores’ reliability. The framework comprises four elements that 
perform scoring validity item analysis, internal consistency, error of measurement and marker reliability. Item 
analysis concerns with analyzing test items in terms of their easiness or difficulty using statistics to contribute in 
providing more information about test takers and their abilities. Internal consistency is used in homogeneous tests in 
which statistics can provide data about how reliable the test is.  Error of measurement shows the difference(s) 
between the observed score and the corresponding true score or proficiency. Marker reliability affects greatly the 
overall test reliability. It concerns with how the test items are scored. The scoring process of tests is usually 
influenced by the test type (objective or subjective), number of raters, the method of scoring ( manually or 
mechanically) ( (Weir, 2005; Khalifa & Weir, 2009). 
3.4. Consequential validity 
It refers to the test influence and scores interpretations on the test takers, educational system and the society as a 
whole (Weir, 2005; Khalifa & Weir 2009).  Recently, the concept of ‘impact’ of the test has been used as an 
equivalent to the term ‘washback’ or  backwash effect as it is named by some researchers and linguists as, Shaw & 
Weir (2007). The backwash is usually defined as the test effect on teaching. In general, washback has a great impact 
(either negative or positive) on learning, teaching and testing. The test has a positive impact on teaching when it 
204   Fahima Mohamed Bannur et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  202 ( 2015 )  199 – 208 
enhances beneficial and valuable teaching practices (Hughes, 2003 as cited in Ramezaney, 2014). The aspects of 
consequential validity presented in the framework deals with the effect of tests and its concern in three areas: 
differential validity, washback in classroom or workplace and the effect on individual on society. 
3.5. Criterion- related validity  
The test has criterion-related validity if the relationship between test scores and other external measurements that 
assess the same ability can be demonstrated (Weir (1993\2005); Khalifa & Weir 2009). Besides, criterion-related 
validity is the area that reflects the overlapping between validity and reliability. The framework illustrates the 
external measurements (elements) that can incorporate with the scores or test values to examine criterion-related 
validity. These elements are: comparison with different versions of the same test (parallel or equivalent forms), 
comparison with the same test administered on different occasions, comparison with other tests\ measurements and 
comparison with future performance. 
4. Limitations of the study 
This study is confined to the ESP testing where the ESP is taught in the faculty of Engineering at the University 
of Tripoli, Libya. Weir’s socio-cognitive framework was used for the validity event. Although it presents five 
validity components, the validation process was dealt with just three components (context, theory-based and scoring 
validity) which together shape the construct of reading due to the detailed elements within the framework.  
5. 5.  Methodology 
Investigation the ESP test problems was needed in depth. Therefore, the validation process required gathering 
detailed data to cover the framework’s elements using various methods and sources.  
5.1. Participants 
Questionnaire participants were (200) Libyan students who study the ESP course (GH142) in different 
engineering departments. 130 (65%) of them males and 70 (35%) females, aged between (18-20).  Eight (8) Libyan 
instructors 6 (75%) females and 2 (25%) males participated in the questionnaire. Besides, from the same target 
sample, the interview participants were 43 students (interviewed individually) and 24 of them were interviewed in 6 
groups (four students in each group). Seven (7) instructors participated in the interview sessions. 
5.2. Instrumentation 
The framework was the instrumental backbone from the research design stage passing through the instruments 
development and data collection steps and ended with data analysis and validation process. The validation process 
crucially based on a triangulation method of data collection where multi sources of data gathered were used. Two 
types of triangulation were involved: data triangulation where several methods of data collection were adopted such 
as questionnaires, interviews, course documents, test documentation and observations and methodological 
triangulation which integrates between using quantitative and qualitative methods. The following are  brief 
descriptions about these instruments: 
5.2.1. The questionnaire  
The aim of the questionnaire was to collect feedback and valuable data according to the framework components. 
The questionnaire was prepared in two versions: a) students questionnaire which comprises three sections (A-C) 
namely: test taker characteristics, context validity and theory-based validity. b) staff questionnaire which comprises 
four sections (A-D) where items about scoring validity were added. As the questionnaire is concerned with opinions 
and attitudes, the Likert scale which is made up of a number of positive and negative attitudes was adopted. The 
statements of the questionnaire were ranked according to this scale (1 for ‘strongly disagree’ through 5 for ‘strongly 
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agree’). However, it was free of open-ended question type. The questionnaire was analyzed using the SPSS 
program.  
To check the internal consistency of the questionnaire items, Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient was 
performed. Cronbach alpha reliability results were as follows:  
x The reliability analysis of students questionnaire items (75 items), alpha =.739. However, in analyzing each 
group of items (section) separately, the Cronbach alpha analysis provided various results that reflect the internal 
consistency among items. Examples are displayed in Table 1. below. 
Table 1. The reliability analysis of students questionnaire.  
Section No. of items Alpha 
 A 11 .601 
A 10 .641 
B 32 .657 
B 23 .691 
C 20 .720 
C 13 .802 
C 10 .834 
C 5 .934 
 
x The reliability analysis of staff  questionnaire items (88 items), alpha =.781. In analyzing each section in the 
questionnaire separately, the Cronbach alpha reliability results provided various results.  Examples are shown in 
Table 2.) below. 
Table 2. The reliability analysis of  staff questionnaire. 
Section No, of items Alpha 
A 11 .763 
A 9 .899 
B 34 .783 
B 27 .878 
B 20 .904 
B 13 .947 
C 16 .825 
C 15 .845 
D 6 .837 
D 5 .833 
The  descriptive statistical results provided different views about the questionnaire items for example: 
x On the test taker characteristics, data obtained about the test takers was rich. It provided a considerable 
information about students in different phases (physiologically, psychologically and experientially). Data showed 
that all candidates were in good health conditions, while the majority of them (77%) declared they were under 
different psychological impacts such as fear, anxiety, stress and tension which certainly affected their 
performance. The experiential category showed that all of them had a previous experience in the ESP field. Thus, 
they were familiar with the ESP test 
x On context validity, after the analysis of all elements, data indicated that some elements were remarked as 
positive. Informants praised elements such as test familiarity, physical conditions, uniformity of administration, 
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and test security. For example; the majority of students were familiar with test format, where (94%) of students 
and all instructors agreed the test techniques and format were familiar where the test adopted the MCQ technique 
and students were asked to response in the same question paper. In terms of time constraints, (95.5%) of students 
and all lecturers agreed that 2 hours were a sufficient time to answer the test. On the other hand, participants were 
dissatisfied about certain elements such as text length, nature of information, content knowledge (lexical, 
structural and functional). For example; in terms of nature of information and test function, (90.5%) of students 
and (70%) of instructors disagreed that the text was authentic and enhanced communication. 
x On the theory-based validity, data obtained was needed to investigate whether the test fulfills the elements 
presented in this component. Data reflected different views about theory-based validity. These views referred to 
the fact that students had some problems in reading in L2. For example, in terms of grammatical knowledge, 
nearly (72%) of students and (60%) of instructors disagreed that the test takers were able to understand lexical 
items, pronominal and structures presented in the text. In terms of textual, (88%) of students and all instructors 
disagreed the text contained multi paragraphs that included different information and condense structures to 
ensure its coherence and cohesion. 
x On scoring validity, data was mainly gathered from instructors and documents as students do not contribute in the 
scoring process. Data showed that all instructors agreed that difficult and weak items were excluded and 
eliminated. Likewise, (90%) of them agreed that the test items have the power to discriminate between 
candidates. Further, all instructors indicated that the test was in the objective nature to be scored easily. However, 
they emphasized that no statistical analysis were performed.  
5.2.2. The interviews  
As Ariffin (2013) emphasizes, it is important to use a guide in gathering the qualitative data. Hence, the interview 
guidelines were prepared to ensure getting valuable views about the ESP test. The interviews were conducted after 
the test administration. Each dialogue lasted about 10-15 minutes. The interviews were piloted to test their 
suitability in gathering the required data. Further, all data gathered during the interview sessions was recorded, 
transcribed, classified, coded, analyzed and compared with other data gathered from other instruments. Data 
collected indicated that the ESP test had some deficiencies in the most of the validity components and elements. 
5.2.3. The documents  
Different documents were considered to enhance the data collection process such as course documents (course 
objectives and syllabus) and test documents such as (test specifications, test papers, the answer key, rating criteria 
and test scores). These documents were investigated carefully. The following is a brief description about the most 
important test document. 
5.2.4. The ESP test papers  
The test papers were the main source of data gathered in which all test items were investigated. It was 
administered as a final exam. The test was constructed by the course instructors and administered under the 
supervision of the staff members of the faculty of Engineering. Table 3. below displays the test’s main features. The 
test papers were evaluated where the test characteristics (advantages and disadvantages) were reported. Data 
obtained from all documents indicated that the test lacked validity in the majority of the validity components. All 
data were checked and compared with data gathered from the questionnaire and interviews to prepare the validation 
report about the ESP test. 
Table 3.  Features of the existing ESP test.  
Test type Objectives Format Test input Conduct 
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5.2.5. Observation  
It was conducted to notice closely and directly how the ESP test was conducted. The observation was carried out 
several times through the data collection process. It started at the earlier stages of the study before, during and after 
the test administration. It strengthens the data gathered using other research instruments. Further, the observation 
was conducted to observe how exactly the test was administered and scored according to context validity’s 
guidelines and to some extent, how students performed during the test for supporting theory-based validity. Data 
gleaned using observation emphasized that the ESP test (to some extent) lacked validity and needs to be improved.  
 
6.  Discussion  
In light of test taker characteristics, the framework gives the priority to the test taker’s cognitive ability to be 
considered. The instruments facilitated getting valuable information about the test takers and their needs.  
For context validity, the test had some positive remarks (to some extent) in terms of physical conditions, 
uniformity of administration, and test security. However, the test had deficiencies in elements such as test purpose, 
response format, known criteria, discourse mode, text length, and text\test content. Additionally, it was evidently 
observed that students’ views were unable to provide dependable data about some elements as channel of 
information, text length, and content knowledge. Moreover, staff members’ views provided information about the 
test depending mostly on their experience. Further, it was observed that the test specifications were not available, 
and the test question papers were the best document that assisted in gathering information and making judgments 
about the test.  
For theory-based validity, the general view indicated that students understood certain strategies where they 
attempted to answer the test tasks, but their performance did not reflect their actual ability in processing the test 
items. There was a possibility that students may be depended on their previous understanding and knowledge about 
the test since they faced such a text in class. Hence, it can be argued that the test ‘to some extent’ lacked theory-
based validity. In general, it can be emphasized that students seemed to have awareness of the test content with 
regard to the test procedures they underwent during the test. However, some of them were unable to understand the 
linguistic knowledge required to fulfill the test requirements efficiently. The matter may due to their insufficient 
knowledge in L2 or the impact of L1 on their thinking and understanding.  
For scoring validity, it seems that the test had deficiencies that affected its scoring validity process. The elements 
of item analysis and error of measurement were not considered. The internal consistency and marker reliability had 
some positive features but did not suit the validity evidence efficiently. The use of objective items can lead to 
internal consistency and marker reliability which can be regarded as a positive indication for scoring validity. 
However, the intensive use of MCQ items became one of the test disadvantages (instead of their advantageous) that 
might threaten both test reliability and validity as they were inadequate measures for the real target ability. In short, 
instructors tested what they thought it was plausible for their students.  
 
7.  Conclusions and recommendations 
It can be concluded, Weir’s socio-cognitive framework can offer guidelines for validating the reading ESP test 
efficiently. It is instructive in which it enables the researcher to validate the ESP reading test from all aspects need to 
be validated. It can provide valuable information to understand the test takers’ needs and provide them with tests 
that  improve their language ability. According to data obtained from different sources, the validation experience in 
• A final ESP 
written test.  
• An achievement 
reading test.  
• A paper- based 
(PB) test. 
•To test students’ 
reading ability using 
scientific texts.  
•To test knowledge in 
grammar and 
vocabulary.  
Three questions: 
• Q1: A reading text followed 
by comprehension questions. 
• Q2: Testing passive voice 
using MCQ items. 
• Q3: Testing vocabulary 
using MCQ items. 
• Two parallel 
versions of a test.  
•Students 
response in the 
same test booklet.  
 
• Students are tested in 
groups.  
• Each group was tested at a 
large venue. 
• Each venue controlled by (3) 
observers. 
• Time constraints was 2 
hours.   
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validating the ESP test showed how Weir’s framework was comprehensive for validating the test in different stages 
before, during and after the test administration. Its ability in providing different components and elements enabled 
the researcher to determine the test advantages as (test format, security, fairness and uniformity of administration) 
and the test deficiencies as (text length, discourse mode, content knowledge, and scoring validity). Hence, it was 
essential to propose an alternative ESP test and validating it using the same procedures to ensure more systematic 
decisions to finalize the validity report. Therefore, it is highly recommended to conduct further validation research 
in different levels to validate different tests and language skills using other frameworks suggested by Weir (2005).  
 
8. The study implications 
Today, the consequent development of the age of information requires not only to use English as a foreign 
language (EFL) at the educational settings, but also, to prove that students at the advanced level are able to use 
language knowledge at the accurate levels required by employers, institutions, universities, companies or any other 
places that require using ESP effectively. Considering this point, validating the ESP testing procedures will assist in 
pointing candidates’ language problems and real needs. Therefore, adopting such a framework in validating tests 
provides instructors, test writers, and researchers with a rich and valuable information to understand how to enhance 
students’ cognitive ability to improve their language ability.  
Moreover, the findings may be beneficial to be generalized to other scientific and technological departments and 
faculties at the university of Tripoli, where ESP subject in different specializations is being taught and tested. The 
output of the study will be more valuable if further validation procedures will be conducted to investigate the 
external validity phase of the ESP test in terms of consequential validity and criterion-related validity. It is time to 
care about tests not just as assessment tools for making decisions, but also, as a means to improve the testing system 
using different frameworks or other techniques. Hence, validating tests regularly, will improve the education quality 
which leads to improve and develop the quality of life within societies as well.   
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